Airway inflammation and peribronchiolar attachments in the lungs of nonsmokers, current and ex-smokers.
To determine the effect of smoking cessation on the number and type of inflammatory cells in the walls of the small airways, we examined the lungs of 13 lifetime nonsmokers, 25 patients who had stopped smoking for at least 6 months, and 49 current smokers. We found that, compared to nonsmokers, both ex-smokers and current smokers had significantly increased numbers of total inflammatory cells and polymorphonuclear leukocytes in the walls of the membranous, but not the respiratory bronchioles. These differences were found even when there was no emphysema present in the gross lung specimen, and current and ex-smokers were matched with the nonsmokers for age. The current and ex-smokers had similar numbers and types of inflammatory cells in the airway wall, and in both current and ex-smokers there was no difference in inflammatory cell number or type when the groups were subdivided based on emphysema score less than or greater than 5. Analysis of peribronchiolar alveolar attachments showed an increase in percentage of alveoli destroyed associated with an increased interalveolar distance in both the current and ex-smokers, which did not change with the presence of emphysema. Pulmonary function was similar in the current and ex-smokers, and the group with emphysema showed greater functional abnormalities compared to the group with little or no emphysema. We conclude that the cigarette smoking habit induces a stereotypical inflammatory response in the small airways. This inflammatory response does not abate after smoking cessation, and in this cross-sectional study, appears to be independent of the presence or absence of emphysema, but related to destruction of the peribronchiolar alveolar attachments.